In recent years, the budget process in California has lurched from crisis to catastrophe. Shortfalls have become the norm, ballooning from $6.7 billion for the 2005-06 budget to $20.7 billion today. The legislature has had tremendous difficulty responding to this challenge. Budgets have repeatedly been delayed, to the point where state workers receive IOU's instead of paychecks, infrastructure projects are put on hold, and a myriad of service providers teeter on the edge of closing their doors. The California public is appalled by this state of affairs and the apparent incompetence of their elected officials. Approval of the legislature has fallen to record lows, from 37 percent in 2005 to a mere 16 percent in May of 2010 (Baldassare, 2005; Baldassare, et al. 2010b) .
It might seem that the public has a right to be upset. But do they know enough about the budget to make sensible decisions about it? Or are their perceptions based in large part on faulty information that leads to skewed opinions? Would they have a different perspective if they could become more fully informed?
The January 2010 PPIC Statewide Survey (Baldassare, et al. 2010a ) allows some purchase on these issues. The survey repeated a pair of questions it has asked several times over the last few years. The first question asks respondents if they know which portion of the state budget accounts for the largest share of spending and then gives them a choice of K-12 public schools (41% of actual state spending), health and human services (30%), higher education (13%), and prisons and corrections (10%). The second question is similar: it asks which type of tax is the largest source of state revenue and then offers a choice of income taxes (55% of actual revenue), sales taxes (31%), corporate taxes (10%), and vehicle license fees (2%). The options in each case are comprehensive, so respondents are not left wanting-together the categories account for 94% of actual spending and 98% of actual revenues.
If Californians were fully informed about the budget they should all choose K-12 public schools as the largest share of spending and personal income taxes as the largest share of revenue. Since Californians are not fully informed, it should come as no surprise that many choose wrong answers. Nonetheless, the sheer number is remarkable (see Figure 1 ). The correct answer is not even the majority choice in each case, and on the spending question, the smallest of the four categories in terms of budget share (prisons) is chosen by the most respondents (49%). Nor is this result unique to today's charged budget environment. As Figure 2 makes clear, the problem has been with us to some degree since at least May 2005, when the Statewide Survey first asked these questions. The correct answers (always K-12 public education and personal income tax) have never been chosen by a majority of respondents in any survey. This misinformation ought to matter. To voters who give the wrong answers, spending and taxes must seem wildly off-kilter. Why cut education, they might ask, when other categories make up such a large share of the budget? Why raise the vehicle license fee when it is already such a large share of revenue? If voters do think this way, then a broad-based effort to inform them might lead to a different perspective on budget issues, potentially changing the dynamics of the budget debate in the process. With the state billions of dollars in the red, it seems important to know whether a simple voter education campaign might break the Sacramento logjam.
I briefly explore this issue by simulating what might happen if all voters gave the correct answers to the Statewide Survey's factual questions. If voters were fully informed in this sense, would they hold different preferences about the budget and budget-related issues? Would they be more or less willing to pay higher taxes, or to protect certain programs? Would they change their opinion of certain reforms, like lowering the two-thirds threshold for passing a budget?
Misinformation
The Statewide Survey is not the first to discover that many voters are poorly informed. In fact, there is a long-standing debate in political science about the political knowledge and awareness of the general public. Both sides in this debate agree that voters are poorly informed about politics and give wrong answers to many apparently simple factual questions, but they disagree about the implications. One side argues that voters can learn what they need to know through simple cues and rules-of-thumb. According to this perspective, voters who rely on these cues can make choices that are just as consistent with their fundamental beliefs as those who bother to collect more information (Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998) . Moreover, voters who are ignorant even of the cues are probably harmless, since they can be expected to make random choices that will cancel each other out in the aggregate (Page and Shapiro 1992) .
The other side in this debate argues that the lack of information matters. They note that voters who are uninformed are not as adept as their informed counterparts at connecting their fundamental predispositions to corresponding opinions on specific policy questions (Zaller 1992 to think this confusion will cancel out in the aggregate, because those who are uninformed might fall back on inappropriate decision rules that bias their opinions consistently in one direction. The end result is that a hypothetical fully informed electorate might make very different choices than the imperfectly informed electorate we have now (Althaus 1998; Bartels 1996; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Gilens 2001 ). I use a common method from this second, "information matters" research tradition to simulate the effect of a fully informed electorate on a variety of budget-related issues. The first step of this method estimates the relationship between demographic and political variables and public opinion on each of several budget issues, and does so separately by levels of political information. Specifically, each of the five demographic and political variables is interacted with two dummy variables-one for the correct answer on spending, and one for the correct answer on taxes-for a total of 17 independent variables. 1 If information matters, then these relationships should be different for fully informed voters than for others. For example, rich voters and poor voters might have different opinions about the twothirds threshold to pass a state budget, but the difference itself might be larger for those rich and poor voters who know enough to understand how the two-thirds vote affects their interests.
2 For this first step of the analysis, the demographic and political variables I use are age, income, education, party identification, and ideology.
The second step in the analysis uses the estimates from the first step to predict how overall opinion would change if all voters became fully informed-that is, if they gave the correct answer to both the factual questions.
3 Naturally, fully informed voters are different from other voters along a variety of dimensions: they are wealthier, better educated, and so on. The advantage of the method used here is that it automatically accounts for any of the demographic or political differences that are included in the first step described above (i.e., age, income, education, party identification and ideology). In short, the method uses these demographic and political variables to predict opinion for all voters in precisely the way they do for the most fully informed alone.
The issues I examine with this information measure are listed in Table 1 and can be grouped into three categories. The first category is reform issues. These involve some change to California law that applies to all future budgets, not just the one at hand. They include: whether to reduce the threshold for passing the budget from two-thirds to 55%; whether to force state employees to use a 401K-style investment plan instead of the defined-benefit pension system they have now; and whether to place some kind of cap on state spending. In each case, the question has been coded to reflect a general "pro-government" perspective, though some positions are clearly more favorable toward government than others. At any rate, they all tend to be positions that the Democratic party supports to varying degrees. Taxes Support higher taxes to maintain current funding for K-12 public education 65 Support higher taxes to maintain current funding for health and human services 49 Support higher taxes to maintain current funding for higher education 48 Support higher taxes to maintain current funding for prisons and corrections 11
The second set of questions concerns spending more directly. First is a general question about how respondents would prefer to balance the budget. For this question, I grouped together all the responses that betrayed a desire to avoid cutting spending wherever possible: by tax increases alone, by a mix of taxes and spending cuts, or by running a deficit. The other four questions tap whether respondents would like to protect specific programs from cuts in order to balance the budget. Strong majorities oppose cuts to K-12 public education (81%), health and human services (60%), and higher education (63%). Prisons are far less popular, with barely a quarter opposing cuts. These questions are not ideal measures of opinions about government, since they do not ask respondents to make any explicit sacrifices or trade-offs. They are likely to inflate support for spending and to minimize differences between groups of respondents as a result. Nonetheless, they do offer some sense of opinions about spending, and the low support for spending on prisons suggests there is significant variation in responses.
The final set of questions is the reverse of the spending items: would respondents be willing to pay more in taxes to maintain current spending levels for each program? Unlike the spending items, these questions explicitly ask for a trade-off. Perhaps as a result, such tax increases are generally far less popular than simply avoiding cuts, though about two-thirds favor taxes for K-12 schools, and about half support taxes for health and human services and higher education. Prisons are once again last, with only 11 percent willing to pay more to maintain current funding.
Does Misinformation Matter?
The question is how overall responses to these questions change when all voters are fully informed. Does the electorate become more favorable toward government spending, or less?
The results are in Figure 3 . Despite the dramatic nature of the counterfactual, the change is fairly small for every question and within the margin of error for all but a handful. Where the change is significant, it tends to weaken support for government spending. Opposition to cuts often declines: 13 percentage points for K-12, 14 points for higher education, and 7 points for health and human services. Support for taxes to fund K-12 education also drops 10 points. Opinions on reform barely move, including for perhaps the most contentious reform question-a lower threshold for passing the budget-where support climbs a statistically insignificant 4 points. Only two of these counterfactuals flips the majority opinion on the subject from one side to the other, and none does so outside the margin of error.
The consequences of information are small in part because opinion on these issues is driven by political views, not objective information per se. Figures 4 and 5 demonstrate this point by showing differences by party and ideology instead of information, as estimated by the same model as in Figure 3 . Figure 4 shows the differences between registrants of different parties who identify only weakly with their chosen affiliation, while Figure 5 shows the difference between those who consider themselves somewhat liberal and somewhat conservative. In either case, these differences do not even cover the maximum range of each variable, yet the effects are generally far more profound than any that might come from information. Majorities of weak Democrats and Republicans take opposite positions on four of the twelve questions (i.e., 55% budget vote, preference for limited cuts, cuts for health and human services, and taxes for health and human services), and the average difference exceeds the margin of error on six others. These two sets of voters share opinions only about prison funding.
The differences are even larger for ideology-liberals are an average of 13 points higher on all questions, with roughly 15-to 20-point gaps on the spending and tax questions in particular. As with political parties, the smallest differences are found on pension reform, spending caps, and taxing and spending for prisons, where a strong majority always takes a general anti-spending perspective. But the 
Implications
How can we explain the small effect of information? The result is at odds with some findings in the political science literature, notably Althaus (1998) and Gilens (2001) , even though I have adopted the same methodology and in some cases analyzed very similar issues.
4 Is there an easy way to account for the discrepancy? One possibility is the weakness of our information measure. We know only whether respondents could identify the largest category of spending or taxes, not how large they perceived each category to be. A respondent might correctly identify K-12 education as the largest category of spending and still have no idea whether it amounted to 26 or 90 percent of the state budget. Thus, we would certainly get a better sense of a respondent's knowledge if we had more factual questions, or if we asked respondents exactly what share of the budget they attributed to each program. Both are features of earlier research on information effects, so both might make a difference here.
Nonetheless, to blame the result entirely on measurement is unsatisfying, to say the least. Wrong answers to our two factual questions should matter, especially for issues directly related to the budget. To believe that prisons account for more spending than schools or that vehicle license fees offer more revenue than personal income taxes is to harbor a gross misconception that should logically affect other attitudes about the budget. The fact that it does not is puzzling, and further supports the highly conditional model of information effects that has been found in other research (Burnett, Garrett, and McCubbins 2010; Gilens 2001) . In short, while information can matter, it is not always easy to predict when and how much. It is worth noting that the simulated effect of information as presented here is far larger than anything we would expect in a real world educational campaign. The analysis here assumes that all voters could be made perfectly informed. The practical obstacles to this goal would be large enough. But Zaller's (1992) theory of learning suggests many voters are beyond the reach of all but the most extraordinary political campaigns and events. They would be highly susceptible to conversion if they could be reached, but they are rarely reached and so their opinions change slowly over time.
To the extent that knowledge does have consequences, a fully informed electorate appears somewhat worse for traditionally Democratic positions. Those who are aware that personal income taxes are the largest source of revenue and K-12 education the largest government program are marginally less supportive of spending on and taxes for major government programs. It may be that voters who know where the money comes from and where it is going better understand the difficult trade- 
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The real driver of opinion on budget items is politics, not information. Popular programs like K-12 education receive strong support among all groups of voters, and unpopular ones like prisons do not. Within this variation, Republicans and conservatives oppose taxes and spending, while liberals and Democrats are more supportive of both. None of these conclusions is especially surprising, but the contrast with the weak effect of information is important nonetheless.
Overall, the results suggest no easy way out of our current budget impasse. The public might be confused about aspects of the California budget, but they have largely committed themselves to one side or the other in the budget wars. To the extent that they break ranks-for example, Democrats opposing spending or conservatives supporting taxes-it is tied to specific issues in a way that information affects only at the margins. As much as we may hope for it, we cannot educate the public and expect a clear path toward a balanced budget to emerge from the effort. Politics and Policy, Vol. 2 [2010 ], Iss. 3, Art. 6 DOI: 10.2202 /1944 -4370.1107 Note: The measure of information for this graph weights a respondent's answer to the factual questions about spending and revenue by how "wrong" the answer was. The details of this process are described in Footnote 3. Note: The measure of information for this graph comes from summing together responses to three self-assessment questions. The first asks "Generally speaking, how much interest would you say you have in politics: a great deal, a fair amount, only a little, or none?" The second asks, "In general, how much would you say you know about how your state and local governments spend and raise money: a lot, some, very little, or nothing?" The last asks, "How closely are you following news about candidates for the 2010 governor's election: very closely, fairly closely, not too closely, or not at all closely?" Notes 1 That is, five independent variables, two sets of five interaction terms, and the two knowledge dummies by themselves. The results of these first stage regressions can be found in the Appendix.
2 The income gap in this example would not have to be larger. Fully-informed voters might just as easily converge toward a common opinion. The methodology does not prejudge the effect of information, but instead estimates it from the data.
3 The effect of information was similar, but somewhat smaller, using two alternative measures. The first incorporated the degree to which the answers were incorrect by subtracting the actual share of spending or revenues for each respondent's choice from the share accounted for by the correct answer. For example, those respondents who chose health and human services received a score of 11 (41% for K-12 education minus 30% for health and human services), while those who chose prisons received a score of 31 (41% minus 10%). The higher the score, the less informed the respondent. I then averaged the results for the spending and tax items to create a single measure of information. Second, I created a measure of general knowledge about politics and the budget using an additive index of respondent's self-reported knowledge about the budget, political interest, and attention to news. The results of both estimations are in the Appendix. 4 For example, Gilens (2001) looks at the effect of policy specific information, by which he means information that pertains directly to the policy question being analyzed in each case. Such information often has larger effects on overall preferences than the sort of general information measures used in previous studies, and it closely resembles the sort of information examined here. Furthermore, one of the questions Gilens analyzes concerns support for spending on foreign aid, using a measure of policy-specific information that gauges awareness of foreign aid's actual share of the federal budget. That would seem to bear close resemblance to the issues addressed in this study.
